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Women's Environmental
Health
It is long past time to examine women's
environmental health, as discussed by
Maureen C. Hatch in her editorial in EHP
(1).
Before we turn to the same institutions
that are biased against females, we should
construct a more accurate view ofwomen
and their experiences. We can then deter-
mine if and when women are overexposed
or are particularly susceptible to certain
chemical agents.
At one time I had a home-based sewing
business, and I was not pleased to learn that
the warning labels, which are required by
the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration to indicate the presence of
formaldehyde in fabrics, are removed
before the fabric is sold to the public, i.e.,
very often women. To date, I have not
been able to locate anystudies on formalde-
hyde exposure in home-based seamstresses;
on exposure when steam irons are used on
Teflon-coated ironing board covers; on the
use of chlorine bleach on formaldehyde-
treated fabrics [does bis(chloromethyl)
ether form during steam ironing?]; or on
exposure to fungicides found in fabrics. In
other words, when it comes to "women's
work," no one has even bothered to study
potential exposures.
After having become sensitized to
formaldehyde and other chemicals as a
result of my work, I have found that the
medical community knows little or nothing
about occupational exposures ofwomen to
formaldehyde andseem to onlyoffer a diag-
nosis ofstress, treatment with psychotropic
drugs, and areferral to apsychiatrist.
Cleaning products for use in the home
are inadequately labeled, with minimal pre-
caution notices. No one knows how the
many chemicals react with each other or the
healtheffects thatresultfromthesereactions.
Most cosmetic products thatwomen use
have not been adequately tested individual-
ly, and certainly not in combination with
each other. How much ofeach chemical is
absorbed through the skin? Some of these
products, such as perfumes, do not even
have their ingredients listed on the package.
Although the scientific community has
been largely oblivious to the environmental
exposures ofwomen, the legal community
has not. In preparing depositions for toxic
tort cases, many corporate and defense
attorneys require the plaintiffs to respond to
questionnaires and answer whether a prod-
uct is used and how often, and for what
duration she is exposed to cosmetics and the
many chemicals used in the home, often in
the course ofdoing "women'swork."
The scientific community should
believe women when they say they have
been overexposed to chemicals and have
health effects caused by these exposures.
These women might then be used as a
source forstudying these exposures.
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